Barbie Issues by Dingeman, Audrey
Sketch
Volume 74, Number 1 2009 Article 12
Barbie Issues
Audrey Dingeman∗
∗Iowa State University
Copyright c©2009 by the authors. Sketch is produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press (bepress).
http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/sketch
38
…Ninety-seven, ninety-eight, ninety-nine, one hundred, I counted to myself, 
out of  breath.
 “You know you’ll never be thin like me,” she said through her 
perfect, unmoving red lips. “Maybe you’re pregnant. That’s probably why you 
haven’t had your period in a while. It’d explain a few other things too…” she 
trailed off.
I rolled onto my belly and started my pushups. It was the 132nd night 
in a row that I’d snuck down to the living room, moved the glass coffee table 
and used the black and white area rug to do twenty minutes of  calisthenics at 
three a.m.
 “Drinking Diet Coke doesn’t make you skinnier either,” she added 
without making eye contact, “but you know that already.” 
I made sure to suck in my abs extra tight and let my hipbones touch 
the floor with each pushup.
***
 I rustled through the cupboard next to the stove to see if  I had any 
low-fat granola bars left. All I found was a spice packet from some Ramen 
noodles, a plastic fork, and a package of  EasyMac.
 “I didn’t get like this eating saturated fats and carbohydrates you 
know,” I heard the tiny voice call from the living room. I grabbed my wallet 
and told myself  I would stop at the grocery store on the way home from 
work.
 “You might as well take me, or you’re gonna blow it,” she said.
 “Fine,” I grumbled. We left together, but I drove.
***
 Someone always made popcorn at lunch. It was disgusting and it 
stunk up the entire office. I grabbed my sweater to escape for my nicotine 
meal, but fat ass Peggy stopped me near the elevator.
 “It’s team appreciation day, Elissa. The department ordered us all 
pizza. You better get some before it’s all gone,” she said to my midsection. I 
heard a muffled voice mention chunky thighs, but I held my purse tight.
 “Great, Peggy, thanks. I’ll make sure to get a slice when I get back.”
 “I’m going to the gym,” I told my roommate, Carly, on my way 
out the door. She looked at me in pity. Carly was a perfect 115 pounds and 
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constantly baked oatmeal chocolate chip cookies. And then she covered her 
flawless body with baggy, hooded sweatshirts and fuzzy, shamrock printed 
pajama pants that hung so far past her feet, she looked like a footless ghost 
gliding through the apartment.
 “See, I’m not the only one who thinks you need it,” Barbie whispered 
from the hall closet. I’d banished her there after she made me puke up the 
half-slice of  cheese pizza I’d eaten at work yesterday. I told her she was out 
of  line and had gone too far; she told me she was only doing what I asked. I 
felt guilty and un-grounded her when I came home and placed her back on 
the bookshelf  that overlooked the entire living room and kitchen.
 I kept a detailed diary of  my calories. I was up to 900 for the day 
already, so I worked out extra hard at the gym. I did thirty minutes on the 
elliptical and an hour long step class. The step class is in the old ballet room, 
though, which meant I had to watch myself  bounce like gelatinous flan in the 
floor-to-ceiling mirrors that wrapped the room. After class I weighed myself  
to make sure I hadn’t gained since yesterday. 114 lbs. – no gain but no loss 
either. I complained about it when I got home.
 “No, no, it’s good motivation. It works a hell of  a lot better than 
those stupid pictures of  Calista Flockhart you taped to the refrigerator,” 
Barbie assured me. While I showered, I made sure to do twenty-five lunges 
on each leg for good measure.
 When I was getting ready for bed, the blanket I had carefully tucked 
around the full-length mirror on the back of  my bedroom door fell down, 
and I could only see the stretch mark shadows on my hips. I set the alarm for 
my 3:00am workout.
 One day I was feeling especially unmotivated and found myself  
standing in front of  the refrigerator. There was a tiny, blue carton all the 
way in the back of  the freezer. I could barely see it because it was covered in 
permafrost hair.
“You’ll never get a boyfriend if  you sit around eating ice cream 
all day,” Barbie wisely reminded me. I’m pretty sure she emphasized the 
suggestion by motioning toward her perfect hourglass figure, “MY stomach 
doesn’t crease at all when I sit. Isn’t that what you want?” Her words stung, 
but she had a point. “Plus, you could stand to lose five pounds before your 
sister’s wedding next month.”
 My sister called to remind me to pick up my dress from the tailor’s 
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today. Her wedding was two days away, and I was supposed to squeeze into 
a knee-length, strapless, lime green taffeta bridesmaid dress and deliver a 
speech in front of  300 people.
 “You’ve been putting this off,” Barbie reminded me, “because you 
don’t want them to watch you struggle into that teeny dress. You know they’ll 
have to re-measure you if  it doesn’t fit right.” I carried her everywhere with 
me by that point, so she could remind me of  easy ways to burn calories. 
When I slept, she sat motionless and made sure I didn’t hit the snooze for my 
middle of  the night workout. When I sat at my cubicle, she reminded me to 
keep bouncing my feet and tapping my hands. She sat in my gym bag next to 
the treadmill and the elliptical and the stair master, pushing me harder, staring 
at me, unblinkingly, to make sure I didn’t slow down. She reminded me that 
my collarbones could be more apparent. She came with me to the bathroom 
to encourage me to alleviate myself  of  any extra calories. She told me she’d 
hold my hair for me if  only she could. I held hers instead.
 “How does it fit?” the tailor asked through the thick, corduroy 
curtains of  the dressing room.
 “Great,” I said, avoiding my reflection. “It’s perfect.”
 “You’re not leaving the dressing room dressed like that are you?” 
Barbie hissed at me from the dressing room bench.
 “Well, let’s see it,” the tailor urged.
 “Don’t even think about going out there. She’ll make you feel awful. 
Tell her that it looks great and that already took it off  and you’re late for 
work or something. Do it, quick!” She commanded in her tight whisper.
 I reassured her as I placed it back into the plastic garment bag. “No, 
don’t worry. It’s seriously perfect. I am running late for a meeting. It’ll be just 
fine.”
 Two days later, I put the dress back on in the church bathroom’s 
handicap stall. I left Barbie at home for some reason; I thought I could do 
this without her. We’d come so far already – I thought I was ready.
The last thing I remember is running my fingers up and down my 
torso to make sure I could still count twelve ribs on either side.
 “Is it everything you wanted?” a familiar voice asked. I tried to turn 
my head, but I couldn’t. I tried to bend my arms, but I couldn’t. I tried to 
bend my legs but I could only muster a loud, cracking sound. I tried to talk 
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back, to say anything, but I only felt an unmovable, closed-mouthed smile 
present on my lips. “Don’t worry, you look perfect now,” the familiar voice 
crooned, and then added “but I still look better.”
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